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SELF-CARE 
for Dance/Movement Therapy Interns 
 
Stephanie Nicole Terrell 
Columbia College Chicago 
About 
Working as a therapist is a rewarding yet challenging job, as it provides a way to help others 
and make a positive impact on the world. Through the process of empathy, the therapist 
enters and leaves multiple clients’ worlds on a daily basis. This empathic connection allows 
therapists to understand their client on a deeper level and helps the therapist to support the 
client in facilitating change. However, it also exposes therapists to potential risks. These 
risks may include burnout, compassion fatigue, unresolved countertransference, unresolved 
somatic countertransference, therapist distress, and vicarious traumatization.  
In order to prevent and recover from these risks, therapists need to develop their self-care 
practice. Self-care is defined as, “The processes of self-awareness and self-regulation and the 
balancing of connections among self (involving the psychological, physical and spiritual, as 
well as the professional), others (including personal and professional relationships), and the 
larger community (encompassing civic and professional involvement).” 7 Self-care is a 
lifelong, individualized process of attending to your needs, and it is an essential skill for 
emerging therapists. Becoming aware of and developing a self-care practice during graduate 
training programs for therapists is highly recommended, as emerging therapists are highly 
vulnerable to the potential risks of being a therapist.  
Dance/movement therapy (DMT) is defined as, “… the psychotherapeutic use of movement 
to promote emotional, social, cognitive and physical integration of the individual.” 2 Dance/
movement therapists use the body/mind/spirit connection within their work to empathize 
with their clients’ physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. This empathic 
connection allows dance/movement therapists to observe and attune to their clients 
nonverbally and verbally, but it may also increase the possibility of being exposed to the risks 
of being a therapist. Developing and using a self-care practice effectively can allow emerging 
dance/movement therapists to connect with their clients empathically without becoming 
overwhelmed by the experience. 
The creation of this book was based on the experiences of DMT students in Columbia College 
Chicago’s Dance/Movement Therapy & Counseling program, and was influenced by input 
and feedback from the program’s alumni. The majority of students in this program are 
expected to balance the roles of researcher, student, and clinician in addition to their 
personal lives. 
This book was created for emerging dance/movement therapists to provide guidance in the 
process of creating a self-care practice. There are opportunities to assess your relationship to 
self-care, explore your specific self-care needs, and try different self-care activities 
recommended from literature and professional dance/movement therapists. 
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Tuning into Your Needs 
When it comes to self-care, there is not a “one size fits all” approach. You cannot blindly 
throw solutions at a problem and expect immediate, effective results; nor can you apply the 
same solution to every problem you face. The focus of self-care is becoming aware of your 
personal needs and finding ways to intentionally attend to these needs. Throughout this 
book, you will be encouraged to use a holistic lens when assessing your needs and practicing 
self-care.  
Drawing upon the body/mind/spirit connection emphasized in the field of DMT, you are 
encouraged to attend to all parts of the Self, including physical, psychological, emotional, 
spiritual, relational, and professional. For the purpose of this book, I will be using these 
categories when providing examples of self-care activities.  
These parts are not entirely separate entities, 
as they are complexly interconnected, and 
specific self-care activities may meet the needs 
of more than one part of the Self. As an 
example: yoga is one way to exercise, but may 
also tap into your spirituality. Despite the 
interconnected nature of these parts, I 
encourage you to define the parts of you that 
need self-care, and consider the needs of each 
Self separately if that is helpful.  
The first step in developing your self-care 
practice is increasing self-awareness of your 
needs. This can be done in several ways, 
including the use of assessments (discussed in-
depth in the upcoming section “Assessing Self-
Care”). However, there may be times you need 
to determine your self-care needs in the 
moment. One way to become more present and mindful when considering your needs is 
through the use of body/mind practices.  
Two ways you can use to tune into your needs are the Simple Body Awareness76 and Body 
Scan exercises. These exercises are focused on becoming present with your needs in the 
moment, but may inform your practice to address long-term self-care needs too. Using these 
exercises repeatedly over time can help you become familiar with how your needs are 
manifesting in the body and can allow your body to cue you when self-care is needed. These 




Simple Body Awareness 
Find a quiet place and make yourself comfortable by either sitting, lying down, or 
standing. Tune into the sensations of your body at the moment: feelings of warmth or 
cold, heaviness or lightness, tension or relaxation. Notice your breath: Is it shallow or 
deep? Where do you feel your breath: chest, stomach, ribs? Observe other somatic cues in 
your body, such as your heartbeat or facial expression.  
Next, remember a moment in time that was pleasant, and observe any changes in your 
body’s sensations. Were there any changes to your breath, heartbeat, or muscles? All you 
need to do is notice what changes occur and you can write them down if needed.  
Then, remember a moment in time that was unpleasant, and observe any changes in your 
body’s sensations. Take note of any changes in your body and write them down if needed.  
Alternate between pleasant and unpleasant memories with each memory lasting a few 
seconds. As you fluctuate between the two states, you will become more familiar with 
your somatic cues to indicate your body is entering an arousal state. 
  
Body Scan 
Find a quiet place and make yourself comfortable in the room by either sitting or lying 
down. Close your eyes and take a few moments to notice your breathing without changing 
anything.  
Next decide if you would like to do a top-down (head to feet) or bottom-up (feet to head) 
body scan. Starting at either point, slowly begin to scan through your body in sequence. 
An example: if you choose to start with your feet, you can begin with the toes: notice any 
sensations in your feet, ankles, calves, knees, thighs, and all the way up to the crown of 
your head. As you are scanning your body, observe any areas of tension in your body.  
When you find an area that feels tense, you can use breath, touch, or exaggerated tension 
to then find release. One way is to imagine sending breath to this area in the body and 
visualize the muscles in this area relaxing. Sometimes it helps to use touch by adding light 
pressure to the tensed muscles or providing a massage. If breath and touch do not relieve 
the tension, you can try exaggerating the muscle tension for a couple of breaths and then 
intentionally releasing tension from the muscles.  
Be sure to scan your entire body, and give as much time and attention to any areas of 
tension as you need. When your body scan feels complete, you can flutter your eyes open 
and reorient yourself to the space. You can start bringing movement back into the body 
with micromovements (e.g. wiggling the fingers/toes) and then make your movements 
bigger.  
Levels of Self-Care 
When it comes to self-care, it can seem very small. Taking a five-minute break during your 
workday may not seem like much, but if it provides you with a moment of respite, then that 
may be all you need. A major misconception of self-care is that it requires a large time 
commitment and effort from the person practicing. It doesn’t have to!  
Typically, self-care will have varying “levels” which relates to meeting short-term or long-
term needs. It’s impossible to anticipate everything that may require self-care, but you can 
use these different levels of self-care to cope.  
On one hand, you may require a short-term strategy to cope with a stressor. One example of 
a short-term strategy is using deep breathing techniques between sessions with clients if 
feeling stressed or overwhelmed. These short-term strategies can be practiced frequently 
throughout a single day.  
Perhaps you know that a particular period of time will be hectic and stressful, so you are able 
to plan ahead and utilize some long-term self-care strategies. An example of a long-term 
strategy is nurturing supportive relationships within personal and professional contexts.  
As you begin to identify your needs, remember that self-care can be translated into both 
short-term and long-term strategies. This book provides examples of both types of strategies 
when developing your self-care practice. Typically, the short-term self-care strategies may be 
“smaller” and can be practiced more frequently. Long-term strategies may require more 
planning or commitment, but can be helpful to maintain self-care as a constant presence in 
your life. 
3 
Common Barriers to Self-Care 
Some of the most common barriers preventing us from practicing self-care effectively are 
finding the time, money, and energy to invest in our practice. Although these obstacles can 
make it more difficult to practice self-care, there is a way to continue your self-care practice 
without requiring large amounts of disposable income, time, or energy. Self-care is more 
than checking a few requirements off a to-do list – it is primarily about using self-awareness 
and self-regulation processes to find balance in your various life roles.7 Adapting self-care to 
meet your needs and to suit your lifestyle is most important and may require creativity if you 
have limited resources.  
The first step in this process is asking yourself: “What do I need right now?”  
When it comes to self-care, you are simultaneously the person with the issue and the person 
with the answer. However, you need to take the time to listen to your needs before deciding 
to take action. If you went to a doctor for a specific reason, and they started recommending 
solutions without ever listening to your needs, would that really be helpful? Taking the time 
to listen to your own needs will inform you of what step to take next.  
A few examples of how self-care can be adapted are listed below:  
• If you would like to contribute to a cause you feel passionately about and cannot 
afford a donation – spend some time volunteering to make a difference.  
• If you want to practice yoga but the class times conflict with your work schedule – 
consider free or inexpensive video classes online.  
• If you love to treat yourself (e.g. food, makeup, books), intentionally plan and budget 
ahead of time, so your treat does not cause financial strain or regret. Rather than 
treating yourself on a whim, having a plan in place can ensure you are able 
to enjoy the treat without experiencing negative consequences.  
Unfortunately, there is no formula to create the perfect self-care 
practice. It takes time and effort to create a self-care practice 
that is effective and meaningful. More than anything, this 
process requires patience and optimism. This book can 
serve as your first step into the lifelong journey that is self-
care, but ultimately it is up to you.  
4 
Assessing Self-Care 
One way to create and sustain a consistent, effective self-care practice is to use assessments 
to help you identify your needs, identify how you experience possible risks of being a 
therapist, consider potential barriers to your self-care practice, and recognize what self-care 
activities have been helpful in the past. An assessment can not only help you start your self-
care practice, but also provides a method for you to continually evaluate the effectiveness of 
your practice over time and modify it as needed. Self-care needs may change daily, or there 
may be self-care activities that never fail to help you recuperate, but tracking these changes 
will prevent you from falling into a self-care rut.  
In this section, I have adapted a few different types of self-care assessments for you to try. I 
recommend trying different assessment types to see what works best for you, and discard 
any assessments that are not helpful. You can also take these assessments ideas, use your 
own creativity, and modify them to suit your needs! For some people, these types of 
assessments only add to feelings of stress, but others may enjoy and appreciate the use of 
assessments. Do whatever works for you.   
 
5 
Stress Awareness Diary28 
A method to track stress and your reactions to it is the “Stress Awareness Diary.” You can 
write down the time of day, stressful event, and any symptoms you observed to begin 
tracking any patterns or relationships between events, times, and reactions.
6 
Stress Symptoms Checklist28 
Stress can manifest differently from person-to-person, and this can be one way of 
tracking how severely a symptom is affecting you and how effective your self-care is 
when coping with symptom(s). Using a scale from 1-10, rate any symptoms of stress 
based on the degree of discomfort you experience. You can modify this checklist 
specifically to symptoms you’re experiencing.  
Helpful tip: Check with your doctor to rule out possible medical conditions or 
7 
Creative Process Self-Care Rubric89 
This self-care rubric is created through the use of your creative process (e.g. art, dance/
movement), and can be adapted to an individual or group process.  
Helpful tips: Consider your body/movement throughout this process and bring some art 
supplies!  
1. Reflect on how you know when you are taking care of yourself.  
a. How do you experience recuperation, self-care, and balance? 
2. Reflect on how you know when you are experiencing signs of burnout/need for 
recuperation/disharmony. 
3. Consider what has worked in the past for you in terms of self-care.  
a. Are there specific self-care activities you’ve found helpful?  
b. Are there any specific factors that made these activities helpful? (e.g. location, 
frequency, individual vs. group activities) 
4. Consider what barriers get in the way of addressing self-care. 
a. Do you feel certain resources are limited, such as time, money, or energy?  
b. Do you experience guilt or shame for practicing self-care?   
5. Generate questions for yourself that can be shared with others to assess your self-care. 
(A group may help you revise certain questions or offer new questions to consider.)   
a. Examples: Are you meeting your basic needs (e.g. sleep, eating)? How are you 
holding yourself accountable for following your self-care practice?  
6. From this rubric, create a self-care plan: create three self-care goals for yourself and 
incorporate them into your self-care plan.   
7. Consider how your self-care rubric can be used alongside your self-care plan to assess 
your relationship to self-care over time.  
Examples of creative rubrics are presented below: 79, 8
8 
Tactics for Coping with Stress Inventory28 
This inventory can be used to assess how you currently manage your stress. Some 
common ways of coping with stressful events are listed below, and you can indicate which 
tactics you frequently use.  
Evaluating your results: Count how many times you made a mark next to even numbers 
(e.g. 2, 4, 6) – these items are more constructive coping tactics. Count how many times 
you made a mark next to odd numbers (e.g. 1, 3, 5) – these items are less constructive 
coping tactics. Consider trying any even-numbered items that could enhance your self-
care practice, and consider making changes to any odd-numbered items that may be 
detracting from the effectiveness of your self-care practice. 
9 
Symptom Effectiveness Chart28 
This chart can be used to track the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of your self-care 
practice or specific self-care activities. List symptoms (refer to Symptoms Checklist) 
vertically and self-care activities across the top. You can distinguish if certain activities 
are highly effective or minimally effective, such as using a capital ‘X’ for highly effective 
and lowercase ‘x’ for minimally effective or using different colors/symbols.  
Example of chart: 
 
Another Example of a Self-Care Rubric72 
 
Physical Self-Care Activities 
Physical self-care revolves around care of the body. The types of activities that fall under 
physical self-care usually include Maslow’s basic needs of air, food, drink, shelter, warmth, 
sex, and sleep.59 While Maslow’s list is fairly comprehensive, physical self-care activities also 
go beyond meeting the minimum for each of these needs to survive, and ensuring that the 
physical Self is truly cared for. 
Many self-care activities for the physical Self are well-researched and encouraged, but not all 
therapists remember to keep nurturing their physical self. 7 Modern life tends to provide 
easier access and convenience to meet our basic needs, and this can lull us into a false sense 
of fulfillment.7 Some aspects of physical self-care also seem to be lacking in current 
literature, such as an encouragement for positive and healthy sexuality or using exercises 
from body-based practices like Alexander Technique, DMT, or massage therapy.  
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Examples of physical self-care: 
• Taking time to be sexual with yourself and/or partner(s).7 Engaging in 
masturbation and/or sex with another person has been found to have numerous 
benefits, such as lowering blood pressure, reducing risk of heart disease, reducing 
stress, and enhancing sense of overall well-being.13, 35, 53, 73  
• Eating regular meals packed with good nutrients can make a difference.7, 74 
Understanding how your body digests food can help you to limit the intake of 
certain foods, such as sugar or dairy.74 Eating regular meals helps stabilize blood 
sugar levels and establishes habits to combat binge eating during moments of 
stress.34  
• Being active in ways you enjoy, such 
as running, dancing, gym, tai chi, 
yoga, Zumba. Physical activity has 
numerous benefits for your physical 
health,.74 and these effects will also 
positively influence the rest of your 
well-being.7, 62  
• Getting regular medical care by 
scheduling appointments with your 
physician, dentist, and other health 
professionals.7   
• Getting a massage has been found to 
reduce muscle tension, pain, and 
stress.56 Additional benefits of 
receiving a massage also include 
feelings of connection and comfort.7, 
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More examples of physical self-care: 
• Moderating recreational substance use, such as alcohol, nicotine, and marijuana.7   
• Getting enough rest and sleep is necessary to ensure optimal functioning of the 
mind and body.7,12, 67, 74 Adequate sleep duration will vary from person to person 
and depends on age. Young adults (ages 18-25) and adults (ages 26-64) are 
recommended to get seven to nine hours of sleep per night.39  
• Maintaining good sleep hygiene can increase the quality of your sleep, examples 
include limiting intake of caffeine later in the day, avoiding time in front of screens 
(e.g. phones, computers) 30 minutes prior to an established bedtime, and making 
your bedroom a space for relaxation and calm.85   
• Two ideas for body-based practices drawn from DMT and Alexander Technique 
include three-dimensional breathing and constructive rest.   
o Three-dimensional breathing can help to release blocks in the torso, and 
allows the body to access fluidity and plasticity.38, 64  
‣  If breathing with an intention of three-dimensionality, begin by 
deepening your breath -  inhaling through the nose and exhaling 
through the mouth.  
‣ As you continue to breathe deeply, shift your attention to the three 
dimensions – vertical, horizontal, and sagittal. When breathing on 
the vertical dimension, focus on vertically lengthening with each 
inhale and shortening with each exhale. When breathing on the 
horizontal dimension, focus on widening with each inhale and 
narrowing with each exhale. When breathing on the sagittal 
dimension, concentrate on bulging with each inhale and hollowing 
with each exhale.  
‣ Spend as much time along each dimension as needed until you feel 
comfortable accessing the dimension.  
‣ Then breathe while expanding into all three dimensions at the same 
time. You can use your hands as touch cues if needed for any of the 
dimensions, such as placing hands on the ribs when expanding 
horizontally or the stomach when expanding sagittally.  
o Constructive Rest is one method from Alexander Technique to relieve excess 
tension from the body, restore balance, and increase body awareness.55 One 
recommendation by Alexander Technique teacher Andrea Matthews55 is to 
practice Constructive Rest once or twice per day for two to five minutes.  
‣ Begin lying down on a firm, comfortable surface with the intention of 
aligning your spine. Keep your feet flat on the floor, your knees 
bent, and your hands can rest on your abdomen.23   
‣ Allow your eyes to remain open and allow your gaze to remain indirect 
– don’t fixate on anything specific in the room. Begin to notice 
sensations in your body, if you feel areas of tension, and where 
your body is in contact with the ground.23   
‣ When you are ready move from this position, ease yourself to a sitting 
or standing position slowly.55  
Psychological Self-Care 
Activities 
Tending to our psychological Self involves caring for our mental and cognitive processes and 
providing psychological nurturance. This may involve finding different ways to stimulate the 
mind and/or examining how healthy or unhealthy our thought processes are.  
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Examples of psychological self-care: 
• Journaling has been found to increase resistance to illnesses, provide opportunities for 
self-reflection, and increase self-awareness.7  You can use different creative methods for 
journaling, such as making a scrapbook, blog, photojournal, or keeping a traditional 
written journal.7,12  
• Taking time off from work and mentally distancing yourself for a designated period of 
time.19, 25, 86 There are numerous benefits to taking time off including improved work 
performance, increased ability to focus, decreased risk of depression, and increased 
energy and productivity.17  
• Unplugging from personal and work-related technology to avoid becoming overloaded 
with calls, emails, and text messages.7, 74 Making your use of technology intentional will 
help you avoid feeling as if you are always working and allow you to maintain your 
boundaries between personal and professional life.7   
• Self-reflection is recommended to become part of your daily schedule, whether it is 
through journaling, meditation and mindfulness, or another ritual.12, 19 ,24, 31, 44, 68, 78 Self-
reflection has been found to increase understanding of Self, improved memory, 
decreased emotional and physiological reactivity to stressors, and enhanced well-being.6  
• Being mindful and curious about world.7, 19, 28, 65, 74, 77, 78 These types of practices can 
result in psychological benefits, such as reduced stress, improved memory, and 
increased ability to focus.26 States of curiosity are linked to intrinsic motivation and have 
been found to improve memory and learning processes.37  
• Simplifying or decluttering home and office.74, 88 This act of simplifying may involve the 
removal of physical objects from a space or focus on clearing out your schedule of 
unnecessary tasks. Simplifying, in whatever form, has been found to effectively reduce 
stress.10, 20, 74, 88   
• Attending personal therapy is highly recommended for all therapists and may involve 
seeking personal therapy out several times over the course of a career.7, 8, 19, 21, 33, 40, 46, 51, 
54, 61, 66, 68, 81, 86, 88 Therapy provides emerging therapists with the opportunity to examine 
how they are being affected by their work, but also to focus on their personal life as well. 
Therapists are people too, and may need to engage in their own personal therapy to 
reduce their stress and increase overall well-being.4  
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More examples of psychological self-care: 
• Creating realistic expectations of self and not setting yourself up to “fail.”14, 31, 51, 58, 
68, 81, 88 Breaking down lofty goals is a helpful approach and motivational strategy as 
it makes the measures of success more concrete and achievable.81 
• Learning/exploring topics that interest you outside of your career.61, 68, 88 It is good 
to continue gaining knowledge related to your career, but continuing to fuel your 
other passions is important too. 
• Intentionally disengaging or distracting yourself when needed.29, 32 Rather than 
continuing to dwell on a problem, recuperate and give yourself space from the 
issue and come back to it later. You can give your brain time to recuperate by 
watching television, listening to music, or another activity you appreciate.29  
• Using positive self-talk helps increase your ability to self-regulate and improve 
your mood.7, 74 Positive self-talk has also been found to lower rates of depression, lower 
feelings of distress, increase longevity, and enhance psychological and physical well-being.
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Emotional Self-Care Activities 
Tending to our emotional self involves tuning in to our emotional processes, noticing how 
self-care choices are influencing our emotions, and how we are expressing our emotions.  
Differentiating between emotional and psychological processes is impossible at times as 
these processes are interconnected.69 Siegel80 differentiates between cognitive and emotional 
processes by defining emotions as “‘changes in the state of integration’” (p. 148). If a person 
perceives an event to be negative, their state of integration will shift to experience 
disharmony, which may manifest as emotional distress.80  
Emotions affect how we perceive the world around us, and being able to regulate shifts in 
emotion is an incredibly helpful skill for therapists.74 Understanding our emotional 
processes and increasing emotional tolerance is needed to work with unresolved emotional 
pain from the past.80 It can also help you develop mechanisms to help with emotional 
regulation, and ensuring that we are able to tolerate our own emotions and the emotions of 
those around us.74, 80  
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Examples of emotional self-care: 
• Practicing gratitude on a regular basis.61 Gratitude has been found to improve sleep 
quality, lower blood pressure, decrease risk of depression, and enhance well-being.9, 43, 
63   
• Making time for enjoyable activities, such as reading, cooking, watching TV, or playing 
with dog.7, 8, 31, 51, 81, 88 Engaging in enjoyable activities has been found to lower blood 
pressure, improve life satisfaction, enhance social support, and decrease cortisol levels.
70  
• Accessing your creativity (e.g. writing, drawing, painting, dancing, music, poetry).1,8 
Creative activities have been found to improve concentration, interpersonal 
relationships, physical health, and overall well-being.83   
• Traveling and taking time off.19, 51, 78, 86 The act of spending money and anticipating a 
trip has been found to increase happiness, as opposed to spending money on material 
items.48  
• Providing time and space to process and experience emotions (e.g. sadness, joy, grief, 
anger).19, 25, 29, 31, 58, 88 Verbalizing emotions can help reduce emotional reactivity to 
situations and allow for more mindful responses.52   
• Creating mantras or affirmations that are optimistic or calming.8, 19, 28, 74 Affirmations 
have been found to enhance task performance and reduce defensive reactivity to 
information that is perceived as threatening.50  
• Making time to laugh and using humor.19, 51, 86, 88 Humor has been found to help 
individuals moderate the effects of negative experiences.15  
• Spending quality time with your pets.29, 74 Pets have been found to benefit their owners 
in numerous ways including enhanced self-esteem, increased psychological well-being, 
decreased blood pressure, increased opportunities for socialization, and increased 
opportunities for exercise and outdoor activities.18, 60  
Spiritual Self-Care Activities 
The spiritual self is what helps people connect to a higher purpose or finding meaning in life, 
whether through a specific spiritual/religious practice or not. This aspect of therapist self-
care has recently been emphasized, whereas a negative stigma used to surround the idea of 
therapists and spirituality.7, 77 
Your spiritual beliefs influence how you perceive the world, however, spirituality is a unique 
experience from person to person.74 A person’s spirituality may relate to religious beliefs, 
activism towards a cause, connection to nature, or a variety of creative outlets (e.g. music, 
song, dance).  
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Examples of spiritual self-care: 
• Exploring your spiritual/religious beliefs (alone or with others).7, 77, 88 Spirituality has been 
found to help individuals cope with symptoms of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress 
disorder, stress, and negative life circumstances.22  
• Engaging in reflective practices, such as meditation, mindfulness or prayer.1, 7, 8, 28, 29, 51, 54, 74 
Some benefits of reflective practices include improved emotion regulation, increased 
relationship satisfaction, increased immune functioning, and increased insight.27   
• Attending religious and/or spiritual services and events, such as church, celebrations, and 
retreats.7, 77 Connections to religiosity and spirituality have been found to increase 
likelihood of self-actualization, increase feelings of purpose, and increase initiative for 
personal growth.42, 87  
• Spending time in nature can also be a spiritual experience by connecting to something 
larger than yourself.7, 54, 77 Interacting with nature has been found to increase academic 
performance, reduce stress, and enhance overall well-being.45  
• Identifying causes that are meaningful to you, such as women’s rights or human trafficking.
7, 61, 88 Contributing to cause(s) by getting involved through volunteering, activism, and/or 
fundraising.7, 61, 88 Activists and advocates have reported increased sense of purpose, 
increased feelings of belonging, and used activism to channel feelings of sadness or anger 
into meaningful actions. 16  
• Finding sense of purpose in your work.
7, 61, 68, 88 Feeling a sense of purpose has 
been found to increase longevity.5 People 
with a sense of purpose in the workplace 
tend to have healthier outlook on life and 
increased resilience to stress.36  
• Connecting to spirituality through 
creative sources (e.g. dance, poetry, 
music, art).7, 74, 77 For some people, 
connecting to a sense of spirituality is 
easier through creative outlets. Studies 
have found creative modalities have 
reduced stress, enhanced overall well-
being, reduced anxiety, increased self-
worth, and many more benefits.82  
Relational Self-Care Activities 
The relational self involves the therapist’s relationship to self and others. Understanding how 
relationships can nurture or hurt, and finding ways to be connected to others in a smaller 
(e.g. family, friends, partners) or larger (e.g. community, global) sense is important.  
Many people are drawn to work as a therapist because they desire and enjoy helping others.75 
This desire to help others has the potential to become harmful if leads to toxic or 
codependent relationships.74 Feeling a sense of connection and belongingness is essential, 
but the quality of the relationships is equally important.7, 74  
Forming a healthy relationship with yourself is also a significant, yet potentially difficult 
process. The relationship to Self acts as a foundation for other relationships.74  
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Examples of relational self-care: 
• Making time in your schedule for important people in your life, such as friends, family, 
and significant others.7, 8, 14, 19, 25, 29, 32, 51, 78, 81, 86 Social support can increase self-esteem, 
increase a sense of autonomy, and enhance people’s ability to cope with stress.3  
• Maintaining healthy boundaries within relationships.7,19,21,31, 58, 61, 65, 68, 86, 88 Every 
relationship will have different types of boundaries – imagine the difference between 
your relationship with your client as opposed to your spouse. What you may say or do 
with your spouse would not necessarily be appropriate to disclose to a client, and 
similarly you cannot reveal what your clients say or do to your spouse. While 
relationships will require you to put in effort and time, it should not be one-sided. 
Healthy relationships are about reciprocity and not about one person always taking 
care of the other person.74  
• Balancing care of self and others is key to relational self-care.1, 7, 19, 24, 51, 58, 65, 81, 86 While 
it can be fulfilling to care for others, you must also take time to care for yourself. If you 
overexert yourself and never recuperate, you may begin to experience compassion 
fatigue, burnout, or other negative impacts.  
• Developing self-compassion and self-love to enhance your relationship with your Self.7, 
21, 78 Developing self-compassion has been found to positively affect a person physically, 
psychologically, and emotionally.21 
• Committing to lifelong self-care journey that will continue changing as you grow and 
develop personally and professionally.7, 68 Committing to practicing self-care is one way 
to improve your relationship to Self and make caring for yourself a priority.   
• Developing supportive relationships in your workplace (e.g. colleagues, supervisor) so 
you have social support in both personal and professional settings.8, 14, 19, 25, 46 Feeling 
support from coworkers has been found to increase job satisfaction and enhance well-
being.30  
• Ensuring time alone can be just as important as spending time with other people. 
Solitude provides your mind a chance to recuperate,11 and people tend to 
underestimate how they’ll enjoy an activity when alone.71 Doing certain activities alone 




Professional self-care practices are focused on activities that an intern can practice in the 
context of their internship site. The different components included under personal self-care 
(physical, emotional, psychological, spiritual, and relational) are also present in professional 
self-care activities.  
When approaching professional self-care, you will need to look at a few different factors for 
your site. You will want to consider how your site supports self-care or if it is solely your 
responsibility to engage in self-care. One example: Does your internship site require you to 
see clients back-to-back? Or do they provide short breaks throughout the day? If your site 
does not account for breaks, you may want to speak to your supervisor and advocate for your 
self-care needs.  
By practicing professional self-care as an intern, you can begin to learn what self-care 
activities are most effective for you. This information will be useful as you weather the ebbs 
and flows of internship, and provides you with valuable knowledge when you enter into the 
professional world. When seeking employment, you can engage potential employers in 
conversation around self-care and find a site that is compatible with your self-care needs as a 
dance/movement therapist.  
17 
18 
Examples of professional self-care: 
• Engaging in regular supervision with your academic and internship supervisors. 
Supervision has been found to decrease rates of turnover intention and emotional 
exhaustion.47 Supervision is a time to process emotional or countertransference 
responses to clients, discuss any obstacles to therapeutic relationship or process 
with a client, and an opportunity to monitor your own well-being.7, 24, 25, 29, 33, 40, 46, 
68, 88  
• Maintaining boundaries with clients is an important and difficult skill to learn. It is 
important to care and be present with clients, but you also need to learn healthy 
separation. Signs you may need to strengthen boundaries include feeling overly 
responsible for a client’s growth or “taking” your clients home with you.7, 58, 68, 86, 88  
• Using time between sessions to notice your current state. Rushing from session to 
session may not be helpful if you are unable to recuperate and could negatively 
affect the quality of care your clients are receiving. If needed, you can use deep 
breathing techniques, grounding techniques, or a quick body scan to help reorient 
your mind and body to the present moment.1, 7, 19, 28, 29, 31, 51, 78 
• Using your sick/vacation time and giving yourself regularly scheduled breaks from 
work in its entirety. Take this time to enjoy other fulfilling activities or spend time 
with people outside of a work environment.19, 25, 86 As mentioned earlier, taking 
time off has many benefits, including improved work performance, increased 
ability to focus, decreased risk of depression, and increased energy and 
productivity.17  
• Diversifying professional activities to avoid getting stuck in a rut. You can offer to 
join a committee at your site, collaborate with colleagues on groups or projects, or 
write a publishable research article.19, 58, 66, 81, 88    
• Creating satisfying work environment that meets your needs. You may not be able 
to change the layout of your building, but if you find your office too impersonal – 
try decorating it with personal items. You may not be able to make big changes to a 
space, but even a small change can make a difference.19, 24, 76, 77, 81, 86, 88  
• Accepting possible lack of closure with clients. Unfortunately, you will not always 
have closure with a client because they may leave or be discharged from your site, 
stop attending sessions, or pass away. Finding your own rituals for closure can 
help to process these different forms of grief and avoid leaving grief unresolved.81  
• Managing caseload and delegating work if needed. Keep in mind that you are not 
the only person who can help clients. If you find your caseload too demanding or 
overwhelming, find ways to delegate and create a manageable amount of work.51, 58, 
65, 68 
19 
More examples of professional self-care: 
• Taking breaks throughout the day to give your body and mind a moment to 
recuperate.8, 51 One study found it is important to utilize breaks for activities you 
personally enjoy and shorter, frequent breaks reap the most benefits.41 Breaks can 
help reduce experiences of somatic symptoms (e.g. headaches), decreases 
emotional exhaustion, and increases job satisfaction.41 
• Making time and space for termination with clients. Provide as much time and 
space for termination with clients so both you and the client are able to process the 
separation. It is an important process for both therapist and client to experience 
healthy separation and feel able to discuss any thoughts, emotions, or reactions to 
the ending of the therapeutic relationship.81• Arriving early to prepare for day 
can help you avoid feeling rushed and leaving on-time will help you have more of a 
work/life balance. Rather than starting your day off stressed, you can set an 
intention to arrive early to work and provide yourself ample time to get settled. 
Leaving work on-time will help solidify boundaries between work and life rather 
than allowing work to consume all aspects of your life.  
• Quitting a job may be necessary, but is typically a last resort. Signs you may need 
to quit include if you find yourself unable to balance your work/life roles, feel your 
job is overly demanding and unsupportive of self-care, or you are experiencing 
severe physical, psychological, or emotional symptoms that negatively impact your 
health.61, 88 
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